Downtown Brainerd MINI History Walk 


About the Walk: The original Downtown Brainerd History Walk was first developed in 2008 to help 
our town celebrate the Minnesota sesquicentennial, its 150th birthday. Coincidentally, this first year of 
the walk you are on now in 2021 is Brainerd's sesquicentennial, so this is an appropriate time to start up 
a new version! The original walk started at the library and covered the 6, 7, and 800 blocks, and passed 
by the county museum back to the library. In 2011 a booklet was made with Legacy grant funding paid 
for by Minnesota residents, that can be checked out at the Brainerd Public Library or the Crow Wing 
County Historical Society Museum. In 2020 the Visit Brainerd office was moved to a storefront at 706 
Laurel St. and that fall a Mini-Walk version of this longer tour was successfully tested. It starts and 
ends at their location and covers the 600 & 700 blocks between Front St. & Laurel St., roughly the 
center third of the original Walk. We hope you enjoy the tour. 


Before we head to our first stop, a bit of how Peivarthe earliest known photis 
we got to this location in the state in the first of the young town, Front St. 
place. In 1870 the U. S. government focused looking ESE from South 3" St., 
on extending railway lines to the Pacific 
Coast and the Northern Pacific Railroad 
(NPRR) was formed to provide the 
northernmost route. From Carlton, the rail 
line was to push west, but a Mississippi River 
crossing location had not yet been 
established. Both Crow Wing Village and the 


French Rapids crossing proved to be too 


Caan, 


. oe. fae r r . ; ." 
ko ea Ne Wit a AP 
. re ; »? - “Sa St ae ym 
—™ Lad i - ~ — 


expensive, and the now-Brainerd location 





was chosen as it was cheaper AND a high- 3 
line bridge could be built eliminating long grades. Since there was not yet a city plat or name, the "town" 
was merely called "The Crossing" in 1870. The early settlers called it OGAMAGUA, translated in the 
Indian language as "a swift movement across a river." On Sept. 23, 1871, the plat was recorded with the 
state. A center square was saved from subdivision and merely marked “reserved.” This 4-square block 
section was later named Gregory Square after the middle name of John Gregory Smith, the first 
president of the Northern Pacific Railroad. The name chosen on the plat was only then called Brainerd, 
which was the maiden name of Mr. Smith's wife, and whose father was Lawrence Brainerd, one-time 
governor of Vermont and headed many railroads there. At one time, the City of West Brainerd was to 
be called Lawrence! For a short time, West Brainerd was the county seat of Cass County, having its 
own courthouse on the top of Tyrol Hills. Since it has been a decade since the booklet was made, this 
Mini version will point out some things that have been discovered after walking the Walk dozens of 
times over the years. Some things cannot be found in a book; you need to get out on foot and look 
around! 


Notice how the town is really a peninsula rising 


from the south end. Growth was quite limited 


from the start as the small town was surrounded 


on 3 sides by water! On the west it was the 
river, on the north it was the river and the 
swampy low areas, and on the east was a creek 
and its huge ravine, again low. To expand, it 


needed bridges; not just a railroad bridge, but at 


least 2 wagon bridges. These were not to come 
for several years, in fact, to cross the river it 


was by ferry boat or wanigan for 11 long years, 


and in 1883 the Laurel St. Bridge was built. 


The Koop Block. 


When was it built? The first Koop building was 


built in 1881 on Front St. but burned down in 
1904. In 1900, Koop built on this site before 
you, but the building sustained fire damage in 
1911 and 1923. It was rebuilt in May of 1923 
and eventually housed the J. C. Penney 
Company until it moved to the East Brainerd 
Mall in the winter of 1968, just in time to show 
off the new way to shop in cold weather...15 
stores inside a heated building! Parking was 
FREE and groceries were put into your trunk 





Brainerd, Minnesota 
Cro Ming County 
1874-1950 
ailding Lerstions 
Campiled By 
Ann 4. Neilson 


"10 Fume 2004 











rae 


z 





Z 4 =3 
_ 
- === 4 
~ . 


Hee 


ze TBs 
iB 


This 1874 map was adapted with modern-day 
eridding by local historian, Ann M. Nelson, June 10, 
2004. Viewed online on the CWCHS website, clicking 
on a topic on the key on the right brings you much 
more history of the location! 


while you sat in the car at a drive-up. Sound familiar these days? The Tyrol Hills Shopping Center was 
built 46 years prior to the long-planned bypass, this mall was 32 years before it, so the damage to the 
downtown business was long done and must have been devastating. 





Brainerd was home to at least 3 brick factories, as early as 1872 started by the Northern Pacific Rail 
Road (NPRR). Two made red brick that was more prone to absorbing moisture, and the other was a 
cream-colored brick that was more glass-like and held up much better, called Schwartz Milwaukee 
Cream Brick. At one time the plant produced 7 million bricks per year! It’s possible that the red bricks 
in this building were made at the Ebinger-Koop brick plant in NE Brainerd on the west side of Rice 
Lake. 





S. 7 & Laurel Streets, NE corner 


This photo shows the Koop building in 
2020 before a major restoration was 
undertaken by the new owner to try to 
bring the look back to its 1923 charm. 


Right to Left: the Koop Block, 
the Gruenhagen Block, and the 
Phillips-Beare Block before the 
latter 2 were “remodeled” and 
encased in steel facing to make it 
look like one larger building. 
“Modernization” was the thing 
in those days. Nobody wanted 
their building to look OLD. It 
was made into “The Downtown 
Mall’ in 1979 in response to the 
new thing in shopping sweeping 
the nation... The MALL. But it 
was too little too late as most of 
the major retailers left the 
downtown area, and several 





Many of the main buildings back then were named or dated at the top, but few such markings remain. 
Notice how most buildings are still original near the top of the building, refaced only lower where one 


can easily see. We will encounter a few more along the way. 


While we are looking at blocks, check out the different facades on the west 
side of 7" St...brick, stucco likely over brick, and more brick. Past the alley, | Red Owl 
you will see that indeed brick buildings can still burn down, often replaced ! 
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with a parking lot. Look where the Red Owl once was, before the Schaefer 
Bros. took on the chain. 


MORE BRICKS: On the way to 8" St., look across the street where Visit 
Brainerd is, and notice how each building on the block still retains the basic 
look of how it was built. Only the first-floor storefronts have been modified 
much, usually with wood trim to define the store’s purpose and name. Many 





windows have been replaced with much smaller ones in response to the oil 

embargo days in the ‘70s. Others have been covered up completely since wall space for displays was so 
valuable, and newer fluorescent lighting was relatively cheap. You will see some CREAM bricks in the 
alley on The Parlor building, likely Schwartz Milwaukee Cream bricks. The building may have been 
added to on top to accept a sloped roof. Check out the decorations above the windows on the building to 
its left! 


Suzie Olson's Photo 


Look above on the Crossing Arts building and note the former window. 
It was earlier a protruded deck possibly used to provide a place to shake 
the rugs! It is now bricked up, perhaps to make another apartment! It 


was only discovered a few years ago on Andy Walsh’s local Facebook 
Share History page. 





The Bob & Fran’s building was built by Con O’Brien specifically to spec for 
Montgomery Ward. The empty niche once housed their company icon, an 
angel-like statue with an arrow. It would be fun to replicate it and place it back! 
The huge windows on the second floor, boarded up for decades, were recently 
restored and replaced and brought back to life. On 8" Street, we see another 
O’Brien Building on the NE corner, last occupied by Thrifty Drug. O’Brien 
also had a building on the SE corner, so had the intersection pretty well sewed 
up! Incidentally, 8" from Willow to Bluff was originally called Broadway St., 
and today only 2 blocks south of here retain the name Broadway St. Most of 
the main buildings back then were named and dated at the top. Notice how 
most buildings are still original near the top of the building, refaced only lower 
where one can easily see. 





South 8" & Laurel’Streets, Sketch One benefit of a HISTORY WALK is that you can see 
from the 1888 Smalley’s Northwest | What WAS once on a site through photos. Just north of the 
Magazine. : buildings on the east side of Broadway heading north was 
the Sleeper Opera House (1882-1898). Seating 1,000, it 
was the largest auditorium then or since and was made of 
Brainerd-made red brick. It burned down on January 2, 
1898. Ironically, this first year of this Walk, 2021, the 
1,000-seat capacity record will be broken, by about 200, 
with the addition of the art center added to high school! 





If this was just 4 years ago on this walk, we could look across the street and see 
the entire block edged with granite curbs, 8’ long, 4” wide. and a foot deep. 
Several attempts to save a few of these over the years have been unsuccessful. 


Heading to the Last Turn Saloon, peer down into the sidewalk entrance to the 
basement of the Slipp building. The rock foundation is still visible, and it 
appears the window has been filled in and stairs shortened. Brainerd, like most 





towns, had these entrances to almost every main buildings’ basements. Retail 
space was scarce, so basements were fully utilized to house barber shops, 
laundries, and most anything that could not find, or afford on the main levels. 


LAKELAND BUILDING (1913): The same 3 men, who a year before, did something quite strange for 
the day, building the first three year-round homes on Gull Lake on lots in St. Columbo. Namely, W.A. 
Barrows, D.L. Fairchild, and Carl Zapffe, incorporated here the Brainerd Model Laundry Co. and 
instituted the first up-to-date laundry and completely equipped cleaning establishment in Brainerd. In 
1924 E. F. Meyer of St. Cloud purchased the business, then in 1936 moved it to Washington Ave. Later 
tenants were the U.S. Employment Service, and the Minnesota Division of Employment and 
Compensation. Excess steam was sold to many businesses on the block by way of short conduits, thus 
resulting many years later in rumors of “tunnels” in the downtown, and stories of rum-running during 
prohibition, neither proven...or disproven! 


Looking East along the tracks you can JUST make out the clock tower at the old N.P. Shops. We have 
yet to find a photo or written mention of a CLOCK in the clock tower! You likely have heard that 
Brainerd is a railroad town. Other N. P. operations were brick making, a foundry, the tie plant, the 
YMCA, and this... 


FREIGHT DEPOT, NPRR (1904): Like most Northern Pacific buildings of this era, it was built with 
Brainerd Schwartz Milwaukee Cream Bricks from NE Brainerd. It was recently painted, but chipping 
paint will reveal some cream color. The sandstone foundation caps are identical to the 1904 Ransford 
Hotel windowsills. This building is likely the oldest single-use building in town, outside of the NP 
Shops complex, still being used as an active RR facility since it was built. 


Continuing west on Front Street to S. 7" Street: 
note the unusual height of the American Legion 
building, a former 
theater. 


The parking lot area 
was the site of the 
Wm. Bredfield 
Saloon. This was 





unknown until 2016 
when some bottle collectors dug up a “tavern bottle” from an outhouse pit 
Only then did further research reveal this 


{77 


in NE Brainerd in a “privy dig 
tavern’s location...kind of like research in reverse. 





The Cullen Block is on the SE corner of S. 7" & 
Front Streets. This is the second building that has a 
diagonal edge on its corner. This brick building 
was built by soft drink manufacturer James Cullen. 
On January 27, 1907, a fire wiped out the ca. 1884 
building preceding it (pictured) which, at that time, 
contained the Citizens State Bank and Johnson & 





Bain Pharmacy. Many of the main buildings back 
then were named and dated at the top, but few such 
markings remain. Notice how most buildings are still original near the top of the building, refaced only 
lower where one can easily see. 
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Graphic Marker, NE corner of S. 6 & Front Streets: 6 of these markers are scattered around town. 
Some were funded by Minn. Legacy funding, and this one was provided by Mills Companies. The 
Brainerd Street Dept. has been kind enough to do the placements of all markers in town! 


YMCA, NORTHERN 
PACIFIC (1888-1946): Yet 
another Northern Pacific 
Railroad building, it opened 
in 1889 on the NW corner of 
6" & Front Streets. It closed 
in June of 1923 and reopened 
in May 1924 after “extensive 
repairs, improvements, and 
alterations.” The original 
building is gone and was 
replaced by the Golden Grill 
Cafe, which was later 
remodeled into a pharmacy, 
as it still is today. 





FIRST NATIONAL BANK (1882) also known as the “W. W. HARTLEY BUILDING: 


Fight 1971 Centennial markers were placed in 1976 for the country’s Bicentennial, and now all but 2 
have been located, 5 have been placed, and 2 are remade. The area above it had a plaque at one time, but 
disappeared at some point, only to return and get donated in 2019 by John Imgrund to the Crow Wing 


County Historical Society museum. 





Photo is from an 1888 stereograph of the 


original facade. 


The bank’s second of three facades. Photo taken 
from the top of the water tower ca. 1920. 





The are no known Baby Face Nelson bullet holes in the current facade from the 1933 bank robbery, but 
you can see some in the tin ceiling tile inside of Design Consign’s display. You can also see a mural of 
what the water tower looked like in Sept. of 1919. It is placed on the recently-discovered and restored 
second facade windows. Another mural is placed as if one was looking west in the 1930s. 


Ransford Hotel: Look across S. 6" St. 
on the corner and see the “stones” used 
as a bench seat. These are some of the 
sandstone windowsills from the 1904 
hotel, razed in 1975, and were salvaged 
from the dump pit in what is now the 
soccer field SE of the high school. The 
large ones weigh 127# apiece. This red 
brick building on the SW corner of 6" 
and Front Street was built by Ransford 
Rogers Wise, on the former location of 
the popular Bly’s Block of 1871 which 
burned in 1905. 
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Bank on the left, Ransford Hotel on the right. 


Let us pause here in memorial to our 1922 
SECOND N.P. Depot. Demolished in 1968, 
it sat just north of the tracks from the old 
YMCA, now a strip-mall. 


NP. DEPOT, BRAINERD, MINN 





Another razed building, the 1909 Park Opera House, now 
a parking lot across the street to the North of the Credit 
Union. 





Passing the alley, in years 
past one would have seen 
the Land-O-Lakes Café 
and the Brainerd 


I ee ie Daily Dispatch buildings, 


now a parking lot. 





LIVELY GARAGE/AUTO COMPANY (1922) (not pictured): W.E. (Willis) Lively sold bicycles, 
second-hand goods, and then cars as a Ford dealer in 1916. The completion of the "new" building was 
finished in February of 1922. It was bought in 1922 by Stewart Mills Sr., Henry C Mills, and Mal 
Clark. In 1942 the Mills Brothers Defense Co. was formed. The second floor was converted into a 
machine shop, making adapters for bombs during WWII. This later became Mills Fleet Farm's 
corporate headquarters. 


IRON EXCHANGE 
BUILDING (1911- 
1971): Gone but not 
forgotten, this 
imposing building 
was on the NW corner 
of 6" and Laurel 
Streets, probably the 
largest building in 
downtown Brainerd, 
then or since. Built of 
yellow-enamel brick 
by W. D. McKay, 
Ransford R. Wise, 
George Holland, and 
George LaBar in 
1910-11, it was the 
largest single business 
structure in the city. It occupied almost the entire southeast quarter of the block on the west side of 6" 
Street between Front and Laurel Streets and contained store space, office space, lodge rooms, a 
restaurant, and a hotel. The building burned on July 22, 1970 and was demolished shortly thereafter. 





Ca. 1946 image above. 


The Elks Lodge & Hotel as it was 
named, was built in 1926 for $175,000. 
This building, as the name suggests, 
unlike the Iron Exchange, was built at the 
start as a single lodge, a lodge-owned 
hotel, and leased businesses on the 
ground floor for the express purpose of 
retiring the debt fast and making money 
on the hotel. The scheme worked well as 
the Elks was debt-free in just 18 years, 
burning the mortgage in 1944! 


To the right is what 1t DID look like. 
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PARKER BUILDING (1909), now commonly called the "E. L. Menk Building": 


Here is a colorized photo 
postcard showing BOTH 
Citizens State Banks! Peek 
into the windows and look at 
the wonderful tin ceiling! 
This wonderful building 
made of unique red brick was 
built on the NW corner of 7" 
and Laurel Streets in 1909 by 
Charles N. Parker to house 
the former Northern Pacific 
Bank. 


In 1906 the bank became the 
Citizens State Bank until 
1927, and in 1920 Con 
O’Brien bought the building. Sometime after 1927 the comer part of the building, which currently 
houses E. L. Menk Jewelry, became Johnson’s Pharmacy/Rexall Drugstore. The largest section of the 
Parker building, with entrances on 7" & Laurel Streets, housed Scott’s Store, which was a five and 
dime similar to Woolworth’s. In 1980, it was put on the National Registry of Historic Places. Stand 
back to the edge of the curb and look up and you will see the stone inscription of the Citizens State Bank 
still there! 





BRAINERD STATE BANK - Now the Crow Wing Food Co-op (image about 1922): Long before 
this classic building was built, the bank started out as Security State Bank in 1908 in the Koop 
Building diagonal to it, and then later became Brainerd State Bank. The bank failed in 1924. This later 
became the third location of Citizens State Bank. Notice how the facade was modernized. 


Visit Brainerd would like to thank you for touring our historic downtown. 
The money raised in the 2021 season will be donated to the Legacy Project 
that will continue to focus on the education of historic Brainerd. 
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1914 advertisement (NOTE address) >>> 


706 Laurel Street | Brainerd, MN 56401 





